Hall's jacket photos, she says, are those of a satyr, which she means as a compliment, not only to Hall but to Kenyon. So I read her passages from "Her Long Illness," of their getting the bad news and working on Otherwise? "Wasn't that fun? / To work together?"?then a page or so later, "No more fucking." How great, Rebecca said, to have our laureate put "fucking" in a poem. "In several," I replied, remembering also that he had once reported Jane's lament in a letter.
Hall has been an occasional contributor from before my time with this magazine, and Kenyon has appeared here several times too, starting with "American Triptych," which entered her first col lection and was one of my first choices thirty years ago. One image in it, "the repeated clink of a flagpole / pulley in the doorway of a country store," still fixes our winters for me. Hall has read the old masters and knows well the grotesquery of sex and age. He is as furious about the waste of sex as he is joyous in its pleasures. Of an affair he reports, "we pull off our clothes like opening junk mail," and in another poem warns, "When the young husband picked up his friend's pretty wife.... a prophetic voice spoke in his mind's ear...The misery you undertake this afternoon / will accompany you to the ends of your lives,'" which they know and which does not deter them. But "why this whining?" he concludes, This sad and gentle poem is one of my favorites.
Another of Hall's inventions is a discursive, sometimes prophetic voice, hovering around the idea of blank verse and used to philoso phize, judge, mourn, and narrate as he finds need. The One Day is a book length poem entirely in this form, included in its entirety in White Apples. "I don't write my poems," he said once, "I accumulate them...the way a reef grows coral." These poems accumulated to become one of Hall's major efforts. At their center is "Four Classic Texts," embraced by "Shrubs Burnt Away" and "To Build a House." A woman, a "sister"?and Hall never had a sister, so she is a com posite of mother, grandmother, wife and whomever else?speaks for
Hall in much of the first and third sections, her voice a moving and surprising extension of his own. His theme is "to build a house" of work and of dying, a house that may sustain the arts of life, a house made for one mythic, transcendent "day" of extended blessing. The "classic" texts denounce, and "denounce" is no exaggeration, all that would trivialize that effort. Hall says what he thinks in these poems.
Again and again, our old baseballer throws strikes. And no, he does not hold back.
Though sometimes I wish he would and suspect I am not alone in being infrequently receptive to lines so judgmental. I prefer the harrowing poems of Kenyon's illness and death, given to the muted cadences of sustained mourning and to the acceptance, as if of Fate, of all but unpronounceable medical language. "I could not stop writing," he says. I believe him and am grateful for it. Nevertheless, I will return more often to Hall's lyric presence, where the arc of sentence meets that of song, from "Names of Horses"?another long time favorite?to,
The weeds rise rank and thick let it go, let it go_ Precisely where he does hold back, I extend myself more to Hall's heartbroken music.
